ABSTRACT. The Israelite site of Kuntillet Ajrud in northern Sinai contains unique drawings and inscriptions in ancient Hebrew and Phoenician. It is a single-phase site dated archaeologically to ca. 800 BCE. We considered this site a good test case for comparing archaeological with 14C datings. The dates are in agreement, confirming that 14C dating is useful in dating IronAge II sites.
INTRODUCTION
Kuntillet Ajrud is an Iron Age II hill site dating to ca. 800 BCE (see Meshel 1993 for full description). The site is located in northern Sinai ca. 50 km south of Kadesh-Barnea and 10 km west of Darb Ghazza, which is the road to Elat and southern Sinai (Fig, 1) . The isolated hill is situated in the broad bed of Wadi Quraya, which is a natural east-west route. Several shallow wells dug at the foot of the hill created one of the only permanent water sources in this arid region.
SITE DESCRIPTION
The site contains two single-period buildings ( Fig. 2 ): a main building (A) and a secondary building (B) to its east. Structure A is rectangular, with four protruding corner rooms and an indirect entrance on the east. Stone benches along the walls and white plaster, both decorated and undecorated, characterize the entrance complex, the eastern wing of the main building (A), and the subsidiary building (B) . The building's single entrance led to what was termed the "bench room"-a long, narrow room that apparently was the most important part of the building. The plastered stone benches surrounding each wing occupy most of the area, with only a narrow passageway in between. The benches appear to have been an important feature of this room.
Among the fragments of wall plaster in the bench room were two fragmentary inscriptions, written in black ink in Phoenician script. Part of a third inscription was found in situ on the northern jamb of the entrance leading to the inner courtyard. Apart from the plaster inscriptions, most of the unique finds were from the "bench room", the adjacent corner rooms and other nearby areas. The finds include two large pithoi (large storage jars) decorated with inscriptions and drawings and several large and small stone bowls, four of them bearing the names of their donors incised on the rims. The plan and contents of the "bench room", in particular the inscriptions, attest to its function: storing vessels and objects offered at the site by donors asking for a blessing.
The long narrow room south of and parallel to the courtyard and the room west of the courtyard (Fig.  2) were used as storerooms. The bases of pithoi and storage jars were found in situ, sunk in the beaten earth floor and covered with the fragments of the vessels' upper parts. The shoulders of many of the vessels bore incised names, titles and marking letters.
Inscriptions and Drawings
The most important finds at Kuntillet Ajrud are the inscriptions and drawings. Written in old Hebrew script or Phoenician, the inscriptions can be divided into several types: Ink Inscriptions on Wall Plaster. Fragments of three inscriptions, written in Phoenician script in red ink, were found on wall plaster in the bench room; fragments of two other inscriptions, in old Hebrew script in black ink, were found in the debris of the entrance to the western storeroom. Only one inscription was discovered in situ, on the door jamb of the entrance leading from the bench room to the courtyard; it was extremely fragmentary and faded. All the fragments were found among the debris after they fell from the walls, as described above, so that only very small parts of the inscriptions were structed by Meshel (1993): . Meshel (1993) has deciphered the first inscription (Fig. 4) 
Discussion of Inscriptions
The drawings and decorations found at Kuntillet Ajrud are unique in Iron Age Israel, both in quantity and in variety. They were drawn on wall plaster, mostly on door jambs, as well as on pottery vessels-mainly on the two pithoi mentioned above; in one case, they were drawn directly on one of the stones in the jamb of the entrance to the southern storeroom.
Among the drawings on the pithoi, the following scenes are most noteworthy: two figures resembling the Egyptian god Bes, with a lyre player (Fig. 5) A series of 11 uncarbonized wood samples were dated in the Rehovot Radiocarbon Laboratory (Table 1) . The standard laboratory procedures were applied: acid-alkali-acid pretreatment, followed by conversion to CO2, lithium carbide, acetylene and finally ethane (to fill the gas counters to high pressure). The overall efficiency of the chemical treatment was 95-100%. The 500-ml gas counters were filled with ethane to 2100 torr ('.1.5 g C) (Carmi 1987) .
The dating results are given in Table 2 . Two samples, 1827 and 1829, were prepared and counted twice for purposes of internal checking. Figure 6 shows the calibrated age ranges (cal BCE) calculated using the CALIB 3.0 program (Stuiver and Reimer 1993) . The results show a good statistical RT IR3 The unusual finds at the site, especially the inscriptions and the drawings, attest to its uniqueness. The site differs in both date and character from the Iron Age sites in the Negev known as "Israelite fortresses" (Meshel 1994) . The contents of the inscriptions, the mention of various deities and the vessels dedicated to the site all suggest that it was a religious center. However, the lack of objects related directly to cult, as well as the settlement's secular plan, indicate that the site was not a temple.
Meshel (1994) suggests that Kuntillet Ajrud was a type of wayside shrine that, because of its location, was related to the royal journeys to Elat and Ezion-Geber, and perhaps also to pilgrimages to southern Sinai. These journeys occurred on the road (Darb Ghaza) leaving Kadesh-Barnea, passing near Kuntillet Ajrud. This route was the main road to Elat and also marked the kingdom's Negev border. Passersby would stop and leave their offerings dedicated to God in the bench room and receive blessings in return.
According to Meshel's (1994) 
